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House of Burgess: First Amendment assault 
in Ferguson 


Journalists arrested, threatened, gassed, shot at 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Of all the outrageous and disturbing story lines emanating from Ferguson, 
Missouri, since unarmed African-American teenager Michael Brown was 
shot by Ferguson police officer Darren Wilson on Aug. 9, the targeting of 


journalists during the ensuing protests ranks among the most troubling. 


The situation began to deteriorate Aug. 13 as Wesley Lowery of The 
Washington Post and Ryan Reilly of The Huffington Post were arrested 


while charging their phones and using the WiFi at McDonald’s. Officers told 


Lowery to stop filming and leave. After being given conflicting instructions 


on exiting, both were apprehended. 


“As they took me into custody, the officers slammed me into a soda 
machine, at one point setting off the Coke dispenser,” wrote Lowery on 


Thursday. 


After being released without charges, they were not allowed to know the 


names of the arresting officers. 


That same night, an Al Jazeera America television crew (including Sam 
Winslade, camera man; Marla Cichowski, field producer; and Ash-har 
Quraishi, chief correspondent for the network’s Chicago bureau) was tear 
gassed and shot at with rubber bullets. As they ran, KDSK television then 
captured video of St. Charles County Sheriff’s Department SWAT team 
members dismantling their equipment and pointing their cameras at the 
ground. The following day, the sheriff’s department issued a press release 


stating their officers were simply helping. 


“The media has the right to cover these events and support the freedom of 
the press, and the SWAT Team has not been any part of attempting to 
prevent media coverage,” read a portion of a the statement obtained by 
KTVI’s Vera Culley on Thursday. “In fact, last night the SWAT Team officers 


were assisting the media in moving their camera equipment and media 


personnel to a safer area with their consent so that they could continue to 


cover the event.” 


During what might be the least relaxing vacation ever, President Barack 


Obama addressed the incidents from Edgartown, Massachusetts. 


“Police should not be bullying or arresting journalists who are just trying to 
do their jobs and report to the American people on what they see on the 


ground,” he said. 


In reaction to the First Amendment threats, Mustafa Hussein of KARG 
Argus Radio joined the American Civil Liberties Union of Missouri in 
seeking a temporary restraining order to stop police from preventing 


journalists from filming. 


“Hussein withdrew the motion Friday after representatives of St. Louis 
County, the city of Ferguson and the Missouri State Highway Patrol signed 


the agreement,” reported M. Alex Johnson of NBC News on Friday. 


So much for that. Hussein was streaming video Sunday when a policeman 


began screaming. 


“Get down, get the [expletive] out of here and get that light off,” bellowed 


the officer, motioning with his gun, “or you’re getting shot with this.” 


Journalists were penned away from the worst of the clashes with protesters. 


Any who dared to cross were threatened. 


“You’re getting maced next time you pass us,” MSNBC’s Chris Hayes was 


told by an officer as he was filming. 


That same night, Sports Illustrated’s Robert Klemko, the Telegraph’s Rob 
Crilly and the Financial Times’ Neil Munshi were cuffed on orders of MSHP 


Capt. Ron Johnson. 


It didn’t end there. Monday, Getty Images photographer Scott Olson, a 
former Marine who has captured some of the most iconic photos of the 
protests, The Intercept’s Ryan Deveraux and three German journalists 
(Frank Hermann, Ansgar Graw and Lukas Hermsmeier) were detained and 
released. Jacqueline Lee, Belleville News-Democrat reporter, was hit in the 
leg and backpack with tear gas canisters. After losing his official press 
credentials while fleeing, Vice’s Tim Pool had his “PRESS” decal ripped off 


his chest by police on camera. 


Since this powder keg exploded, police in the area have mostly stopped 
wearing identification and begun harassing, brutalizing and intimidating 
those who are the eyes and ears for everyone who can’t be there. If I was 


acting as atrociously as they are, I wouldn’t want to be recorded either. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


